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First Sunday of Advent A (Nov. 29, 2020 STM: 5:15, 8:00, 10:00) 

The following is real and was reported by “The Daily Caller” and other news agencies. 

A man at a New York lake thought he was going to die stranded in the water, until a floating Tiki bar of 

priests happened to come by, saving his life, numerous sources reported. 

Jimmy MacDonald was at Lake George in Albany paddling his kayak, and drifted away from his wife 

and step kids while taking pictures. But choppy water made it difficult for him to get back to shore, and 

then he tipped over and lost his kayak paddle. 

He was stranded in 30 feet of water, with his life jacket coming up over his head as he desperately held on 

to the kayak and his new $1,400 smartphone. He watched as kayakers and canoeists passed by in the 

distance, but he was too proud to scream for help. He tried to regain control of the kayak, but soon 

enough, began to lose hope that he’d survive. 

“That’s when I said, ‘Alright, I think I might die today. I think this might be it.’ I prayed to my lord and 

savior Jesus Christ for help,”  

Fortunately for MacDonald, out on the water that day were the Paulist Fathers, a Catholic religious 

community from St. Joseph’s Seminary in Washington, D.C. The seminarians and priests aboard the boat 

were on their retreat when they saw MacDonald and, with the help of the Tiki Tours staff, hoisted 

MacDonald to safety. 

One of the seminarians, Noah Ismael, said that it was “a movement of the Holy Spirit” that they 

happened upon MacDonald at that time.  

“We’re missionaries,” said Chris Malano, a second-year seminarian,. “For us, that day, that was our 

mission to be present and to help someone in need.” 

MacDonald, who is a substance abuse counselor and recovered substance abuser, found it ironic that it 

was a tiki bar that saved him after he’s been sober for several years. 

“I just take that as a sign from God that he’s got me here for a real reason,” said MacDonald. 

 My dear sisters and brothers in Christ Jesus, today the Church begins the holy season of 

Advent and a new liturgical year.   Much of the imagery of Advent is about signs, stories of 

recognizing that Christ is coming, that the Messiah will be born in our midst. We hear from the 

ancient prophets who tell of the coming of the One who would ransom Israel. We will hear 
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from John the Baptist who will call people to repentance and to prepare the way of the Lord. 

When we get close to and celebrate Christmas, we will hear about the sign of a star shining 

over the place of the newborn king.   

 As we walk through life, we look for fantastic signs that God is real, that God is present, 

that God is working in our world and that God is paying attention.   This is nothing new.  People 

have wondered for centuries if God was paying attention.   Even the holiest of people, like 

Mother Teresa, a beloved saint of the Church, who served the poorest of the poor and was 

known for her devotion to God, wondered if He payed attention. For many years, she 

experienced a great spiritual loneliness.  She wrote of bearing a “terrible pain of loss, of God 

not wanting me, of God not being God, of God not really existing.  Mother Teresa went through 

some dark times. Sometimes we too wonder “where is God?”  “Where are the signs?” 

 Isaiah expressed a lament among God’s people during their exile in Babylon.  The 

temple was gone. Their homeland was occupied by foreign invaders.  The Israelites cry out to 

God: “Oh, that you would rend the heavens and come down, with the mountains quaking 

before you, while you wrought awesome deeds and we could not hope for, such as they had 

not heard from of old.” What is Isaiah expressing here?  It is a fear of losing God.  There was 

desperation that God would act in some way.    They wanted God to come as happened in the 

time of Moses and David.  They cried …wanting God to come, to come and free them from their 

exile.  But they never forgot. Israel never forgot. They did not forget Jerusalem, their home.    

They always believed and trusted that God would somehow rescue them. 
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 In their very recent book, “Finding Christ in the Crisis,” Fr. Harrison Ayre and Michael R. 

Heinlein write: The people of Israel learned anew that God is the primary actor in history, not 

them.  By this lesson, they rediscovered God and began to turn to him again in the land of their 

exile, far from the place where they had once encountered him.  Here they found the hope that 

sustained them in their suffering.   

 With this in mind, we can perhaps look at the current pandemic as we wonder if God is 

still acting, if God is paying attention.  As we see the continued suffering and death and the loss 

of the normalcy of our lives, we too may cry out: “God, do something!”  “Are you listening?”  

Ayre and Heinlein continue: God uses our history to bring us closer to himself. Understanding 

this is essential to seeing God’s action in the present.  As God used the Babylonian exile for 

Israel’s good, he can use this pandemic to draw his Church closer to himself through Christ. 

God’s freedom never overwhelms, but always cooperates with humanity.  That can help us 

understand the events of our world without falling into discouragement or despair.  

 And here is the key thing and what this Advent season is all about:  In the fullness of 

time, God did do something.  God sent his only son into a world of sin to redeem it, to heal it, to 

somehow make sense of suffering.  In a small town called Bethlehem, in Israel, God showed up.  

God showed up.  And He did not come with thunder and lightning but in the bright light of a 

star. This was the sign.  He came not as a warrior but as this tiny child who would save people in 

an unexpected way.   God is continuing to save our world, to act in our world. God continues to 

show up.  
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 Advent invites us in the unexpected life of God. Advent invites us to look and to see 

where God indeed does appear in our midst. What does Jesus say to us today? “Be watchful! Be 

alert!”   That is our call this Advent. That is what we need to do.  We need to look for that 

evidence of God around us.   And that can be in the very ordinary events of your life and the 

ordinary people in your life.     

 This week, it would do us well to be on alert for how God is indeed acting.  Can you see 

God in creation? Can you see God in household chores you need to do? Can you see God even 

in the chaos of life?    Can you see God in your spouse?  (Perhaps really hard sometimes) Can 

you see God in your children?   In your mom or your dad?      For it is often in others that we can 

most easily find God.  I was reminded of this reading through our new daily Advent reflection 

series that is on the parish website and we have some limited copies in print at the welcome 

desk.  Today’s reflection, written by Jim Boyd, invites us to think about those who loved us into 

being and asks the questions: “Do we see and hear the face of Jesus each day?” “For whom are 

you watching and waiting”  The author goes on:   Let us turn to Him in those closest to us who 

helped us into being  remembering that it’s not a thing of time or place.  The virtue patience is 

what He who is Love incarnate asks of us. So, when we watch for the coming of the Lord, please 

do not look past our sisters and brothers for whom we are indeed each other’s keeper.  

 God did something.  God is continuing to do something. God is continuing to love us, 

even when it is hard to see. God is listening. God is showing up.  May these Advent days draw 

us more and more into the light of the Christ child, he who has come to save and set us free. 

Amen.  (Portions adapted from: Catherine Upchurch) 


